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SOCIOI-OGY

Some Cf.ass Perspectives on Magical Belief
PATRICIA HARTMAN*

ABSTRACT - A field survey was conducted in Cambridge, Minnesota, lo study variation in Magical
belief with respect to class differences, as measured by education . Groups of fifteen female noncollege graduates and 15 graduates, and fifteen male non-college graduates and 15 mole graduates, constituted the survey groups. They were examined with self-administered questionnaires
constructed for the survey and shown to be reliable and valid in pre-tests.
Survey findings indicate there is no significant difference in degree of magical belief as
measured in this questionnaire with regard lo class differences (education). Notable was the
observation that college graduate males disagreed in significant percentage with a statement
that everything has a natural cause, while non-college graduate males agreed with the same
item. Also significant is the finding that 32 percent of the respondents indicated they believe in
magic.

An upsurge of interest in magic would seem to be indicated by the current popularity of books dealing with
prophecy as well as by a plethora of paperback books
offering instruction in the arts of palmistry, astrology,
or spiritualism. Books detailing the history of magic also
are popular, and Tarot (fortune telling) cards may be
purchased in many bookstores. A further indication of
the extent to which American life is imbued with astrology and magic phenomena is that approximately 2,000
newspapers and magazines carry regular features devoted
to horoscopes. There are at least twenty magazines devoted solely to astrology. One estimate is that 5 per cent
of the population of the United States admits to the
belief that the future can be predicted from the stars.
Those factors suggested the possibility of conducting a
field survey to obtain indications of the extent of such
belief in contemporary society. The prospect of isolating
the possible variations in magical belief by social class
also seemed promising as a subject for deeper study.
As to the delineation of social class, determination
often has been made on the basis of occupation, income,
or education as a criterion (or a combination of these
characteristics). It has been shown that degree of education correlates with income and occupation. Since the
different criteria for social class determination are used
tentatively as hypotheses suggested for further testing
and because the research for this study is of an exploratory nature, the single criterion of education was therefore used in determination of social class.
Cambridge, a Minnesota village of 2,700 population
approximately 40 miles from Minneapolis, was selected
for the survey. A questionnaire constructed for this study
was administered to 60 individuals in the village. Thirty
of the individuals were college graduates, and thirty were
non-college graduates. Thirty of the individuals were
males and thirty were females, with 15 of each sex in
each test group.
Although the research consisted of a field survey, area
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or block sampling techniques also were applied in selecting the non-college group.
The village was marked off into blocks which were
numbered from 1 to 69. Poker chips similarly numbered
were then deposited in a box and drawn as lots in the
random sampling (without replacement of the chips already drawn). An interval sample was taken of every
second house on each of the fifteen blocks selected in
the randomizing procedure.
No such sampling techniques were used in the college
group, mainly because there were few college graduates
to be found at random in any residential area of such a
small population. Furthermore, the study makes no
claims to be a representative sample, and no such conclusions were to be extrapolated from the findings, or to
be representative of any other community. The college
graduate sample was simply taken from all available
college graduates residing in Cambridge.
Being analyzed in this paper is the hypothesis that
dealing with the variations of magical belief relates to
differences in social class.
HYPOTHESIS I: There is no quantitative difference
in the total magical belief scores between the college
sample and the non-college sample. The term magical
belief score refers to those scales which are indicative of
degree of belief in magic. There are quantitative and
qualitative differences in the scale, ( i.e., while there is
an over-all quantitative measure of magical belief, there
also exists a categorical measure of degree of magical
belief based upon type. This hypothesis makes no such
distinction in reference to kind, or quality but refers only
to over-all quantitative total magical belief score.
The Magical Belief Scales
The types of magic considered in the questionnaire are
astrology, palmistry, spiritualism ( and ouija), fortune
telling, and prophecy.
In order to determine degree and intensity of magical
belief, a four-point scale was devised to be utilized in
connection with the questionnaire. Items were weighted
with respect to intensity of belief measured by each and
varying with individual items.
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On the Magical Belief Scale as applied, ( 4) four represents the greatest intensity of magical belief.
An example of this method of scaling is presented:
EXAMPLE l: I never bother with reading my haroscape.
Strongly
Agree
Disagree
Strongly
agree
disagree
3

2

The Pre-test App'l ication

Pre-tests of reliability and validity were administered
to nine junior college students, using test-re-test scores
of the same subjects and a time interval of seven days between the test units.
A scatter plot of the test-re-test results shows rank
order correlation.
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EXPLANATION: This item is scaled in such a manner as to give the least weight and the lowest score to the
Strongly Agree response, and the most weight and the
highest score to the Strongly Disagree response. This is
because an indication of strong agreement with the item
does not evidence acceptance of the type of magical belief determined by the item, (in this case, astrology).
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Test I
In order to assess the validity of the questionnaire and
scale, criteria of known and avowed belief and non-belief
were used. Among the responses were five by avowed
non-believers in any type of magic and five professed
believers in various forms of magic and the supernatural.
On a four-point scale, the mean score of the non-believers was 1.8 and that of the believers was 3.08. On the
basis of these results, a believer may be defined as
someone who scores greater than 2.5 and a non-believer
as one who scores less than 2.5.
As measured by the Magical Belief Scale, stated nonbelievers differ significantly from self-professed believers.
The distribution is bi-modal with no overlap.
The Sample Findings

Believers, those scoring 2.5 or higher on the Magical
Belief Scale, totalled 19 ( or 32 % ) of the respondents.
Non-believers, who scored lower than 2.5 on the scale,
numbered 41 (or 68%) of those responding.
These findings do not indicate any significant difference with regard to the college, non-college sample, or
no class difference with respect to belief, or non-belief
as measured by the Magical Belief Scale and recorded in
figure 2.
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As the above data distinguishes only between college graduates and non-college graduates, the same procedure was repeated, eliminating those having had some
college, in order to remove the possibility that there is
little difference between those with partial college background and those who have been graduated from college.
Following elimination of those having had some college
education, there was still no significant difference in belief or non-belief. Thus it appears that there is no significant variation in magical} belief with respect to the class
difference of higher education.
An item-by-item analysis failed to produce inconsistencies in any single item related to the questionnaire as
a whole except for item 21. This item was a statement
that everything that happens has a natural cause, whether
it is explainable or not.
The differences on item 21 have been shown to be significant beyond the one per cent level of confidence. A
disagree response to item 21 would receive a 3 or 4 score
on the Magical Belief Scale, while an agree response
would receive a 1 or 2 score. It would be a usual expectation that a male college graduate responding to this
item would agree that every event has a natural cause;
and, conversely, it might be expected that a non-college
graduate male would be more inclined to disagree. However, the findings run exactly counter to these expectations, with the male non-college graduate tending greatly
to agree with the statement, as illustrated in figure 3.
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Understanding of Item Questioned

That finding is difficult to explain, especially since no
such difference was found with the female sample. What
seems to be the most plausible explanation is that there
was a failure of the male non-college graduates to understand the item. Such a conclusion, however, might be
unwarranted, and definite explanation for the finding
must await another study.
Besides the substantiation of Hypothesis I, many unexpected factors were discovered in the course of the
study which offer possible suggestions for future research on this topic.
Among these is the high ratio of respondents scoring as believers. Nearly one-third of the respondents
39

( both non-college graduates and graduates) were so
identified. This is notable, primarily, because much has
been made of the claim that Western civilization presently exists in a profane and secular status. It is conceivable
that for some individuals the more primitive beliefs inherent in magic offer an assuagement of fears and doubts
in a stressful twentieth century.
Also, the three respondents scoring highest in belief
were from the non-college graduate group, and the respondent scoring lower in belief was also from this group.
Thus, there exists a greater variance in the non-college
graduate group than in the graduate group, even though
there is little difference in average scores between the two
groups. It may be that college graduates have a tendency to respond less intensely to questionnaire items
than do non-college graduates. It is also conceivable
that non-college graduates tend to respond emotionally to
the items, whereas graduates are more detached . These
possibilities could account for the greater variation in
scores.
Included in the unexpected factors arising during the
course of this research were numerous subjective statements added to the questionnaires by respondents. One
volunteered a personal experience as justification for belief in magic, stating that muddy footprints appeared
across a floor as she watched.
Another phenomenon observed in the study was that
while respondents stating themselves to be believers
scored as believers, some avowed non-believers agreed

with such items as number 33 (It is possible that there
are such things as haunted houses); and number 31
(Some rare people are gifted in being able to contact
the spirit world). Additionally, non-believers tended to
agree with conclusively belief-oriented items such as
those above as often as they agreed with items expected
to elicit an agree response even among non-believers.
Item 8 ( I know under which sign of the Zodiac I was
born) is an example of this.
The factors discussed above are among the unexpected findings of this study, but they are meaningful in
that they offer distinct guidelines in the questions which
they pose, and these can be utilized to benefit further research.
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.
The Image -of Limited Good ,n Oiibway Society
JEFFREY C. MOORE*
ABSTRACT - Ojibway Indians of the north-central United States have had great difficulty in
organizing effectively to work toward common economic, social, and political ends. This ha.s
been the case historically and remains true today. The basic reason for the inability to organize
is on orientation to life which ,Foster has described in his theory of the Image of Limited Good,
and which was observed on a Minnesota reservation.

"Most of the people of the world live and die without
ever achieving membership in a community larger than
the family or tribe. Except in Europe and America, the
concerting of behavior in political associations and corporate organizations is a rare and recent thing."
With those words, Banfield begins his description of
the life of peasants in southern Italy. The phenomenon
he describes - an inability of people to organize for their
collective benefit - is symptomatic also of an underlying

* JEFFREY C. MOORE is a senior in psychology at the
University of Minnesota, Minneapolis. This paper was
written for a course on "Urban Indians in the United
States," instructed by Dr. Arthur M. Harkins, in June of
1969.

40

orientation to life shared by countless other peoples
throughout the world. Ojibway Indians of the northcentral United States are no exception.
The underlying world-view that is found in the de•
scriptions of both western and non-western peasants and
among an observed band of American Indians is what
Foster has termed the Image of Limited Good. He notes
that peasant behavior is "patterned in such fashion as to
suggest that peasants view their social, economic, and
natural universes - their total environment - as one in
which all the desired things in life ... exist in finite quantity and are always in short supply" (Foster's emphasis).
Nothing is excluded from this list of limited goods-land,
wealth, honor, manliness, love, status, security, power,
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